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During fall 2012 and spring 2013, NYC Department of Sanitation (DSNY) conducted a 

waste characterization study of the curbside waste stream (2013 study). DSNY periodically 

conducts these studies to see what has changed in the composition of material collected 

by DSNY in order to inform future waste management planning. Previous studies have been 

conducted on the NYC waste stream in 1989-1990 and 2004-2005. The 2013 study was 

implemented in partnership with Sims Municipal Recycling, and conducted by Mid-Atlantic 

Solid Waste Consultants.

The 2013 study documented changes in the composition of paper, cardboard, metal, glass, 

plastic and carton recyclables, and how much of those materials were properly recycled or 

improperly placed in the trash.

The study also helped to gain a better understanding of the wide variety of plastic products 

and packaging being discarded in NYC. DSNY has consistently found plastics to be the 

part of the NYC recycling program that is most confusing to the public. At the time of the 

study, bottles and jugs were the only plastic products designated for recycling, but NYC 

was actively engaged in discussions about expanding the program to include other types of 

plastic items.1  

In addition, the study provided insights into the quantities of containers discarded in NYC 

that are targeted by the New York State Returnable Container Act (“Bottle Bill”) and proposed 

expansions. 

Lastly, the study also updated our understanding of the quantities of other materials in the 

waste stream, some of which are targeted for recycling or special handling, including, for 

example:

•	 Organics that could be dropped-off or collected for composting

•	 Electronic waste (e-waste) and other harmful household products that could be 

recovered for recycling and safe handling through drop-off programs run by DSNY, 

retailers, community groups, or mail-back programs

•	 Textiles — clothing, linens, shoes and accessories — that could be donated instead of 

thrown away

1  In July 2013, NYC’s recycling rules were updated to include all rigid plastics, in addition to bottles and jugs.	
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Sampling
The study team sampled standard curbside collections — refuse, paper/cardboard recycling 

(“Paper”), and metal/glass/plastic/carton recycling (“MGP”) — in all five boroughs across two 

seasons, fall 2012 and spring 2013.

Five hundred sixty nine (569) samples were taken from the universe of roughly 8,800 

Refuse, Paper, and MGP routes operated by DSNY at any given time. To achieve statistical 

significance at the borough level, samples were distributed across boroughs, districts, 

and sections in conformance with the DSNY route management system, and were also 

distributed across the six days of the week on which DSNY provides collection services.

Sample weights were targeted at 100 lbs for MGP, 100 lbs for Paper, and 200 lbs for Refuse. 

This weight target is consistent with both industry literature and also with prior waste studies 

performed by DSNY.

Data Collection 
Season

Refuse 
Samples

MGP 
Samples

Paper 
Samples

Total 
Samples

September 9-29, 2012 256 93 0 349

May 6-17, 2013 0 90 130 220

Total 256 183 130 569

2013 WCS Sampling Distribution by Season

Standard 
Curbside 
Collections:
•	 Refuse
•	 MGP
•	 Paper

Samples:
•	 569 collections
•	 2 seasons
•	 5 boroughs
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Sorting
Samples were hand sorted into 70 main sort categories. Examples of items in the main sort 

categories are listed in the Appendix.

In addition, two sub-sorts were conducted to get a more detailed understanding of

•	 The wide variety of plastics products in the waste stream (135 potential categories)

•	 Bottle, can and carton discards relevant to the New York State Returnable Container Act, 

known as the “Bottle Bill” (300 potential categories)

All samples — whether from the refuse, paper, or mgp streams — were sorted into the same 

categories. Together, this allowed us to calculate the composition of everything New York 

residents put at the curb — the “aggregate waste.” 

The results provide the average composition of Refuse, Paper, MGP, and aggregate waste 

in DSNY curbside collections. Applying this information to the weight of DSNY collections, 

month by month, and year by year, enables us to calculate tonnages of different materials 

that were being discarded or recycled citywide.

In addition, the 2013 sort categories were designed to be comparable to prior waste 

characterization studies in NYC. Sort categories from the 2013 study and from the 2005 

study nest together for a total of 65 comparable material groups.2   

We then used NYC household census statistics to calculate a “per household” figure for 

different materials. This allowed us to compare our results to those in 2004-2005, taking into 

account the fact that the population, and therefore the number of households, has grown 

over the last decade.

2  When comparing the two studies, the number of material groups does not match the number of 2013 sort 
categories, because a few categories from the 2005 study were collapsed in 2013 and a few categories from the 
2013 study were expanded from 2005. For example, the 2005 sort categories “paper bags”, “phone books & 
paperbacks”, and “mixed low grade paper” were combined into a single “mixed low grade paper” category in 2013. 
As another example, the 2005 sort category “latex paints/water-based adhesives/glues” was expanded into two 
categories in 2013 to “water-based adhesives/glues” and “latex paint”.

Main Sort 
Categories:
•	 70

2 Sub-Sort 
Categories:
•	 Bottle, Can, 

and Carton: 
300

•	 Plastic Resin: 
135
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